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Abstract
Men are more likely to be blamed more for intimate partner violence (IPV) than are women who commit the
same offense. However, because men are typically stronger and perceived as more physically aggressive than
women are, perpetrator sex is confounded with masculinity and the ability to arouse fear in the victim. This
study disentangled the construct of gender in understanding bystanders’ attributions of blame in IPV.
Participants (N = 639) read a scenario in which the perpetrator’s sex (male/female) and gender identity
(masculine/feminine), and the victim’s sex (male/female) were manipulated and rated how much they blamed
the perpetrator and the perpetrator’s ability to arouse fear of injury in the victim. Results showed that male
perpetrators (regardless of gender identity) who assaulted a female victim were attributed the most blame and
were perceived as having the greatest ability to arouse victim fear. In contrast, feminine female perpetrators
were attributed the least blame and perceived as arousing the least victim fear regardless of the victim’s gender.
Furthermore, controlling for the perpetrator’s ability to arouse fear in the victim resulted in the elimination of
the interaction effects for blame. This finding suggests that perpetrators’ ability to arouse fear is an underlying
factor in bystanders’ attributions of blame.

Keywords blame, injury, partner violence, perpetrator sex, victim sex, gender identity,
masculinity/femininity
Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a serious social problem affecting millions in the United States (Black et al.,
2011). Research suggests that men and women in heterosexual and same-sex relationships are equally likely to
perpetrate (Straus, 2010) or to be victims of IPV (West, 2012). The majority of IPV between partners is
bidirectional (57.9%; Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Misra, Selwyn, & Rohling, 2012). Among reports of unidirectional
violence (42.1%), approximately 14% was male-to-female and 28% was female-to-male; these rates were
comparable between heterosexual and same-sex couples. Female perpetrators do inflict injuries, and male
victims are often injured (Douglas & Hines, 2011; Laroche, 2005). Despite these findings, male-to-female IPV is
perceived as more serious than female-to-male or same-sex IPV (Felson & Feld, 2009; Hamby & Jackson, 2010;
Russell, Ragatz, & Kraus, 2012; Seelau & Seelau, 2005), and resources for male and lesbian IPV victims are
limited (Douglas & Hines, 2011).
One reason this discrepancy exists may be that IPV that results in injury is considered more serious than when
injuries do not occur (Katz & Arias, 2001). Furthermore, male perpetrators are perceived as more capable of
inflicting injury (Rhatigan, Stewart, & Moore, 2011), whereas female victims are perceived as more vulnerable to
injury (Seelau & Seelau, 2005). However, these perceived sex differences are confounded with gender identity
(masculinity/femininity), stereotypes about aggressiveness (Spence & Helmreich, 1979), and the ability to
arouse fear of injury in another. We postulate that judgments about IPV blame are based on the perpetrator’s
ability to arouse fear of injury in the victim, which is driven more by gendered assumptions than the
perpetrator’s sex.

The Current Study
This study expands previous research by manipulating the sex (male/female) and gender identity
(masculinity/femininity) of the perpetrator as well as the sex of the victim (male/female). Participants’ sex was
also included as a variable. We had the following hypotheses:

•
•
•
•

Hypothesis H1a: Male perpetrators who assaulted female victims would be blamed more and rated as
inciting more victim fear of physical injury.
Hypothesis H1b: Feminine female perpetrators would evoke the least fear of injury, whereas masculine
male perpetrators would arouse the most fear of victim injury.
Hypothesis H1c: When the victim was female, masculine male perpetrators would be blamed more and
rated as arousing greater fear of injury in the victim compared with feminine male perpetrators.
Hypothesis H2: Any significant interactions found for perpetrator blame would be reduced or eliminated
when perceived victim fear of injury was statistically controlled.

Method
Design and Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to read one of eight scenarios that manipulated perpetrator sex,
perpetrator gender identity, and victim sex. Participant sex was included as a variable, and participant age and
sample type (student and online sample) were included as covariates. All conditions were randomized, and
responses were anonymous.

Participants

The student sample was comprised of 263 students (114 males, 43.4%, and 149 females, 56.6%) enrolled in
psychology classes from a Northeastern University in the United States with an age range of 18 to 50 and a
mean of 18.86 (SD = 1.46). The online sample was recruited using Mechanical Turk and included 376
participants, 221 (58.8%) males and 155 (41.2%) females between the ages of 18 and 72, with a mean age of
36.09 (SD = 12.74). The majority of the student sample (93.5%) and online sample (94.7%) reported they were
heterosexual.

Materials
Case scenario

Participants read one of eight scenarios depicting an incident of IPV. The scenario described a neighbor as
hearing the perpetrator threatening to kill the victim and then witnessing the perpetrator chasing the victim
with a knife. The victim attempts to calm the perpetrator down while leaving the scene. The perpetrator
prevents the victim from leaving, and a physical altercation ensues that ends with blood seen on the victim.

Perpetrator/victim sex

Gender of the characters was manipulated through the names of the perpetrator (David, Jennifer) and victim
(Henry, Charlene).

Perpetrator gender identity

Gender identity was conveyed through adjectives and color photographs of the perpetrator and his or her place
of employment. Masculine perpetrators were described as “powerful” and portrayed as a construction worker
sawing wood on a construction site. Feminine perpetrators were described as “emotional and affectionate” and
shown as a schoolteacher standing near a blackboard. Participants rated the perpetrator on perceived
masculinity/femininity (1 = feminine and 7 = masculine). The perpetrator was rated as more masculine (M =
5.56, SD = 1.20) in masculine than in the feminine condition (M = 4.20, SD = 1.59), t(628) = 12.05, p < .0001,
Cohen’s d = 0.97.

Perpetrator blame, ability to arouse fear of physical injury, and demographics

Ratings for blame were assessed using a 7-point scale (1 = not at all to 7 = completely). Items included (a) the
extent to which the perpetrator was responsible, (b) “the perpetrator was to blame,” (c) “the perpetrator should
be charged,” (d) threatened bodily injury to the victim, and (e) degree of seriousness of the incident. A principal
components factor analysis showed all five items loaded onto one factor (eigenvalue = 2.81) and accounted for
56.25% of the total variance. Cronbach’s alpha was .80. To assess victim’s fear of bodily injury, participants were
asked, “Please rate the degree to which you believe (victim name: Charlene/Henry) feared bodily injury” (1 = not
at all and 7 = completely). Demographic information was assessed, including age, gender, sexual orientation, and
education level.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

Fourteen individuals were removed from analyses because of incomplete data or inaccurate identification of the
couple’s sexual orientation. Participants’ age, r(610) = .11, p < .01, r2 = .1, and ratings of perpetrators’ ability to
arouse fear, r(623) = .53, p < .001, r2 = .28, positively correlated with perpetrator blame. The online sample had
significantly higher mean scores on blame (M = 5.79, SD = 1.01) than the student sample (M = 5.61, SD = 0.86),
t(623) = −2.43, p = .01, but the two groups did not differ in perceptions of victim fear of injury, t(623) = −1.00, p
= .31. Participant age and sample type were used as covariates in the following analyses.

Perpetrator Blame and Ability to Arouse Fear of Injury

A 2 (perpetrator sex) × 2 (perpetrator masculinity/femininity) × 2 (victim sex) × 2 (participant sex) betweensubjects MANCOVA was computed using perpetrator blame and victim fear of bodily injury as the dependent
variables. Neither age, F(1, 635) = 1.37, p = .25, nor sample type, F(1, 635) = 1.87, p = .15 was a statistically
significant covariate.
There were no main effects for participant sex, perpetrator sex, or perpetrator masculinity/femininity. However,
there was a significant multivariate main effect for victim sex, F(1, 635) = 4.89, p < .01, η2p = .01. Univariate
follow-ups showed that blame was significantly higher when the victim was female (M = 5.79, SD = 0.90) than
male (M = 5.64, SD = 0.98), F(1, 635) = 4.57, p < .05, η2p = .007. Similarly, the perpetrator’s ability to arouse fear
of injury was significantly greater for female victims (M = 6.31, SD = 1.17) than male victims (M = 5.99, SD =
1.45), F(1, 635) = 9.40, p < .05, η2p = .01.
There was also a significant Perpetrator Sex × Victim Sex interaction, F(1, 635) = 7.35, p < .05, η2p = .02.
Univariate ANOVAs provided support for Hypothesis 1a showing perpetrator ratings of blame were highest
when the perpetrator was male and victim was female (M = 5.96, SD = 0.82) compared with male
perpetrator/male victim (M = 5.57, SD = 1.05), female perpetrator/female victim (M = 5.63, SD = 0.96), or female
perpetrator/male victim (M = 5.72, SD = 0.90), F(1, 635) = 11.95, p < .05, η2p = .02. Univariate results were also
significant for victim fear of bodily injury, F(1, 635) = 10.44, p < .05, η2p = .01. Victim fear of bodily injury was
highest for male perpetrator/female victim (M = 6.58, SD = 0.80) compared with male perpetrator/male victim
(M = 5.94, SD = 1.56), female perpetrator/female victim (M = 6.07, SD = 1.37), or female perpetrator/male victim
(M = 6.07, SD = 1.31). There were no other significant differences among same-sex couples or heterosexual
females.

The Perpetrator Sex × Perpetrator Gender Identity (masculinity/femininity) interaction was also significant
(Hypothesis H1b), F(1, 635) = 9.40, p < .05, η2p = .01. Univariate tests revealed significant interaction effects for
blame, F(1, 635) = 6.29, p < .05, η2p = .01, and victim fear of bodily injury, F(1, 635) = 9.54, p < .05, η2p = .015.
Feminine female perpetrators had significantly lower ratings of blame (M = 5.51, SD = 1.00) compared with
masculine males (M = 5.75, SD = 0.97), feminine males (M = 5.76, SD = 0.82), and masculine female perpetrators
(M = 5.83, SD = 0.82). Similarly, feminine female perpetrators induced significantly less fear of victim injury (M =
5.88, SD = 1.51) compared with masculine male (M = 6.12, SD = 1.36), feminine male (M = 6.34, SD = 1.24), and
masculine female perpetrators (M = 5.88, SD = 1.10). No other significant main effects or interactions were
found.
In an effort to determine whether perceptions of fear of injury to the victim (Hypothesis 2) could account for the
interaction effects between the independent variables of perpetrator sex, perpetrator gender identity, and
victim sex, we included fear of bodily injury as a covariate into the factorial model. Blame was the dependent
variable. Covariates age and sample type were not statistically significant; however, the covariate fear of injury
was highly significant, F(1, 597) = 215.12, p < .0001, η2p = .26. When the covariate was included in the model, the
strength of the Perpetrator Sex × Victim Sex interaction was reduced to F(1, 597) = 4.32, p = .04, η2p = .01, and
the Perpetrator Sex × Perpetrator Gender Identity (masculinity/femininity) interaction was no longer statistically
significant, F(1, 597) = 1.09, p = .29.

Discussion
This study expanded upon previous research by disentangling the role of sex and gender identity in people’s
evaluations of blame and perceived victim fear of injury in IPV.
Consistent with previous research, this study found blame and the perpetrator’s ability to arouse fear of injury in
the victim were highest when the victim was female (Rhatigan et al., 2011; Seelau & Seelau, 2005). Also in line
with previous research (Russell et al., 2012; Seelau & Seelau, 2005), results found male perpetrators who
assaulted females received significantly higher ratings of blame and incited the most fear of injury in the victim
compared with all other conditions. These results suggest male-to-female IPV is considered more serious,
supporting the belief that women (particularly heterosexual women) are more vulnerable and in need of
protection than men. This may also be an artifact of the gender-role belief that men are strong and aggressive
and ultimately better equipped to protect themselves from a female perpetrator.
As predicted, interaction effects also showed feminine female perpetrators had significantly lower ratings of
blame and were least likely to arouse fear of injury in the victim. The lack of a three-way interaction between
perpetrator sex and masculinity/femininity and victim sex for blame suggests that blame was not necessarily a
function of perpetrator or victim sex, but rather the femininity and/or masculinity of the perpetrator of IPV.
These results reveal that gender-role identity appears to play a larger role for female perpetrators than it does
for male perpetrators. In essence, our benevolent sexist ideals about femininity provide protection for feminine
women, but there seem to be no advantage for men who demonstrate the same feminine traits. This may be
due to the belief that feminine female perpetrators are considered less blameworthy because they are in danger
of greater physical injury, although masculine women who deviate from their gender identity and men (despite
masculinity/femininity) are in less danger of physical injury and therefore more deserving of blame.
Interestingly, our prediction that masculine males would be perceived as inflicting greater injury to the victim
was not supported. Rather, victims’ fear of injury was significantly lower when the perpetrator was a feminine
female. This finding suggests that it is not just the idea of a female who is incapable or unlikely to inflict severe

pain or injury, but instead, it is the idea of femininity associated with our gender identity that lead many to
believe women are unlikely or unable to perpetrate injury. Aggression is not a typical stereotyped expectation
associated with the female gender role.
Last, in an effort to determine whether the extent to which a perpetrator’s ability to arouse fear of injury in the
victim played a significant role in attributions of blame, we found that when victims’ fear of injury was
statistically controlled, the effect size for the perpetrator sex by victim sex interaction was significantly reduced
and the perpetrator sex by masculinity/femininity interaction was eliminated. This result provides evidence that
discrepancies typically found in attributions of blame as a function of perpetrator and victim sex are significantly
driven by the belief that women (particularly feminine women) will incur greater injury.
Research consistently finds that female-perpetrated IPV is not perceived the same as male-perpetrated IPV. The
results of this study provide insights and support of gendered protectionist stereotypes as an explanation for
differential treatment of men and women in partner abuse situations. Stereotyped assumptions such as women
need protection from men and men are stronger and unlikely to experience social or psychological effects from
abuse (Douglas & Hines, 2011) can lead to biased perceptions of blame, which negate or dismiss the fact that
men and women both suffer negative consequences of IPV. This further leads to discrimination and access to
resources to victims of IPV who are not heterosexual female.
We recognize our study findings are limited in a number of respects. First, although we had both a student and
online sample, they were of limited ethnic diversity. Similarly, the targets were all White. It would be important
to see how sex, gender identity, and ethnicity all play a role in perceptions of IPV. In addition, our decision to use
a case of a more severe assault may have affected results. Future research should study whether victims’ fear of
injury would actually play such a key role in less severe or more ambiguously initiated depictions of IPV.
In conclusion, although sex disparities in perceptions of domestic assault are evident within the public and
criminal justice system, our research sheds light on some of the reasons why this may occur. These results
further demonstrate our societal need to understand that IPV is IPV, despite sex or sexual orientation of the
perpetrator, and that all victims deserve to be treated equally. To do so, we must rely more on changing
community attitudes that ultimately affect access to resources for victims and criminal justice response.
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